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Introduction: 
This paper presents findings from a study of IVF patients’ views and experiences of a unique UK 
scheme in which women volunteer to give their eggs for somatic cell nuclear transfer (SCNT) 
research in exchange for reduced IVF fees (the ‘ES scheme’). The scheme has provoked much debate 
but IVF patients’ views have not been included until now. It is argued that it is necessary to explore 
these to understand fully the socio-ethical aspects of SCNT research.  
Materials and methods: 
The central research question was: does ‘egg sharing’ for SCNT research, in exchange for reduced IVF 
fees, entail social and ethical costs for volunteers? This was a prospective, interview based, 
qualitative study. Heterogeneity sampling (a sub-category of purposive sampling) was deployed to 
achieve maximum variation of values and experiences.  Semi-structured interviews were conducted 
with 28 volunteers for the ES scheme and 21 volunteers for egg sharing for treatment, as a 
comparison group. Seventeen semi-structured interviews were conducted with clinic staff to gain 
the views of the professionals involved. Major themes arising from the interviews were identified 
through the hermeneutic analysis of interview transcripts, using constant comparison and category 
building procedures.  
Results: 
Current analysis suggests the following trends. Given their focus on the wish for a baby, the ES 
volunteers regard the scheme as providing opportunities for treatment that otherwise might not be 
available. Although interviewees find it stressful to juggle the costs and benefits of having fewer 
eggs, more cycles of treatment and lower costs, the scheme allows greater flexibility to manage 
other factors central to IVF treatment, such as time, age, weight and finances. Money is seen as 
central to IVF in general and to the relationship between patients and clinics, so the suggestion that 
the scheme ‘introduces’ money inappropriately to this area of practice is not seen as a valid concern. 
Providing eggs for research rather than for the treatment of other couples, as a way of accessing 
cheaper treatment, is preferable for those who cannot contemplate having a genetically related, but 
unknown, child ‘out there’. Interviewees reject the idea that the ES scheme is exploitative as they 
equate this with coercion. Nonetheless, most acknowledge their desperation for a baby and their 
willingness to do anything to achieve this. The constraints placed on public funding for IVF are seen 
as a major barrier to accessing treatment and was the trigger for the expression of greatest anguish. 
There is strong support for the ES scheme though interviewees would prefer greater (though not 
unlimited) access to public funding for IVF and suggest alternative ways of organising their provision 
of eggs for research. The SCNT research was seen as legitimate, given its promise of long-term 
benefits. This suggests that the decision to provide eggs for the ES scheme is freely made but not 
under circumstances of the women’s own choosing. 
Conclusions:   
This study fills a gap in knowledge. Previous analyses have concentrated on narrower bioethical 
concepts which are important for identifying areas for investigation.  However, this empirical study 
provides a more rounded analysis of the ES scheme and indicates how the complex interweaving of 
their values and experiences shapes interviewees’ views of these issues.  This project is a platform 
for further studies into: (i) the future acquisition of eggs for SCNT and other research; (ii) the ethics 
of acquiring and providing reproductive tissue for research; (iii) the role that tissue providers’ values 
and experiences could play in influencing policy and practice; (iv) the interface between fertility 
treatment and stem cell research; (v) the role of payments for other forms of tissue or organ 
donation, for treatment or research.  
 
 
